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UM GRADUATE PUBLISHES NATURE ARTICLE
MISSOULA Joshua Tewksbury, a former University of Montana graduate student, has parlayed his
UM research into an article for the July 26 issue of Nature, one of the world’s foremost
science publications.
Tewksbury co-wrote “Directed Deterrence by Capsaicin in Chillies” with fellow
researcher G.P. Nabhan of Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff. The article describes
how Arizona chilli plants use fruits with a mouth-burning chemical - capsaicin - to deter
certain species from eating them without deterring creatures that are advantageous.
Their study is the first to clearly demonstrate directed deterrence in the field and the
first to illustrate the potential impact of such deterrence on patterns of seed dispersal, plant
recruitment and future dispersal of seeds.
The researchers found that curve-billed thrashers are the primary chilli consumers and
that all mammals avoided chillies because of the presence of capsaicin. This was found to be
beneficial to the chillies: Studies showed that when the birds and mammals ate a chilli variety
without capsaicin, consumption of chilli seeds by mammals resulted in complete destruction of
the seeds and no germination while consumption by thrashers resulted in high rates of
germination.
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They also learned that thrashers spend much of their time foraging among large fruiting
shrubs, which make up less than 2 percent of the total landscape in the desert study area. This
proves advantageous to the chillies because the seeds often are deposited in rare shaded
environments, and chilli seedlings don’t survive in direct sunlight. The shaded chillies also
suffer less insect damage.
Tewksbury graduated from UM in April 2000 and now works for the University of
Florida Department of Zoology in Gainsville, Fla.
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